Rapid Changes in Household
Composition Among Low Income Mothers* DORIS P. SLESINGER** Change in family structure over a 17 month period in a sample of 123 low-income urban and rural Wisconsin mothers who gave birth in 1974 is examined. One-third of the households changed household types as measured by presence or absence of male partner and/or extended family members. One-third of the mothers were heads of households at the study's outset; of these, two-thirds remained heads over the time period. Mother's age, education, and poverty status were characteristics most strongly related to household composition changes. These results suggest that considerable fluidity occurs in family composition over relatively short time periods, and caution should be taken when relating characteristics of families at one point in time to an outcome measure, such as child development, which depends on the passage of time.
A cross-sectional picture of a population, such as a census, is a snapshot representation of the structure of a group at one point in time. This type of data is often used to study family composition and form, and its relation to important outcome measures such as a child's development, personality, social behavior, and intellectual as well as status attainment. Marotz-Baden, Adams, Bueche, & Munro (1979), in a review of family literature, suggested that it is interpersonal relations among family members rather than the structure of the family that may affect the outcome measures in family research. In addition, as *This project has been funded by grants from the Research Committee of the Graduate School, University of Wisconsin-Madison, the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences, and the Institute for Research on Poverty. The author is indebted to Eleanor Cautley, Alexandra Wright and James Sweet for helpful discussions on the formulation of ideas contained in this paper. An earlier version was presented at the annual meeting of the Population Association of America in Atlanta, GA, April, 1978. , there's yet another caveat for scrutinizing family structure. It is that family structure of many families is not as stable a condition as has been found in the middleclass nuclear family. Even though we are able to classify families into various types, dependent on the presence or absence of a spouse or extended family members, for example, little is known as to how stable these groupings are over time.
We do know that the numbers of individuals who live in less traditional family forms have been increasing in the United States. For example, Glick and Norton (1977, p. 32-35) estimated that in 1977 about two million persons "maintained living quarters which they shared at the time with an unrelated adult of the opposite sex." Interestingly, in one out of three of these "unmarried couple" households, the head of the household was a woman living with an unrelated man; in one out of five of them one or more children were present. These types of households are on the in- 
Study Population
An opportunity to examine the relation between household units and members in those units over a period of time was provided by an exploratory study conducted in urban and rural Wisconsin in 1974-1976. A group of women who gave birth in June through December of 1974 was followed for a period of about 17 months. The mothers were interviewed by public health nurses in their homes at three times: when their infants were approximately 3 months (Time 1), 12 months (Time 2), and 20 months (Time 3) of age. At each interview, all household members were listed by age and relationship to the respondent.
The purpose of the study was to measure mothering ability-and especially to identify and measure inadequate mothering-among a group of women who had recently given birth, and evaluate the effects of mothercraft on the health and development of the infant. This presented major problems in sampling. Because the outcome variable, child health and development, would only be known after some time had passed, and because "inadequate" mothering is a difficult concept both to measure and to locate among a random selection of recent mothers, a decision was made to screen cases and draw a sample that would represent mothers in urban and rural settings who face a variety of social conditions which have been suggested in the literature to affect quality of mothering (Polansky, Hally, & Polansky, Note 1).
Public health nurses in one metropolitan area and four rural counties were instructed to screen mothers with newborns, and to be alert for structural conditions that have been suggested to affect quality of mothering, such as poverty, low educational level, large number of children with close spacing intervals, and very young maternal age. Mothers with indication of severe psychological problems, mental retardation, or infants with severe birth defects were excluded. This analysis is part of a larger study entitled Mothercraft and Infant Health (Slesinger, Note 2).
The final sample mirrors the characteristics of residents of inner cities as well as the rural poor. For example, in the geographic area in Milwaukee from which the urban sample was chosen, 60% of the population was black (Palay, Note 3) compared with 69% of the Milwaukee study sample. No black families lived in the sampled rural areas. With respect to sex and birth weight, the infants in the sample appeared to be similar to national birth statistics. Half of the babies in the sample were boys and half were girls. Ten percent of the infants weighed less than 5 1/2 pounds at birth compared to 7% nationally (U.S. Department of Health, Education & Welfare, Note 4).
The sample consisted of 123 mothers and babies who were followed for 17 months. Two-thirds of the group were in poverty, as measured by the Social Security Index of income, family size, and farm or nonfarm residence (Community Services Administration, 1975). Eighty-four mothers lived in Milwaukee and 39 in four rural counties. Only 33% of the Milwaukee women said they were married, compared with 87% of the rural mothers. No families in the sample, urban or rural, represented counter-culture groups such as group families or communes.
The sample is not a probability sample of a specific population, thus, the reader must regard the findings as suggestive. It is the author's intention to look within this subgroup in order to examine household and family changes that occur daily in society and which, though not captured by cross-sectional studies, are evident when families are examined in detail over a time period.
Results

Family and Household Composition
For present purposes, households are categorized into four distinct and mutually exclusive groups, in each of which the study mother and her child or children are present: Table 1 ). For the total group, about one-third of the families changed classification of household. The most stable as well as the most frequent unit was the traditional one of mother, child(ren), and husband; only 10% of the families left this group. Next in stability was the mother, child(ren), and extended family, with 38% changing. However, almost onehalf of the units of mother and child(ren) alone changed household types, and almost three-fourths with mother, child(ren), husband or male partner, and extended family changed categories.
To examine the movement within these units, a careful analysis of all families that changed classification was performed. All families were placed into one of the four household types which described their composition at Time 1. Each change was noted with detailed information as to the member that left or joined the household. Not only did the household composition change from Time 1 (T1) to Time 2 (T2) to Time 3 (T3), but the changes were due not only to members moving into or out of the study mother's household, but also the study mother moving into or leaving other households.
To illustrate, let us examine some evidence presented in Table 2 . Looking at the 13 families (Category: Mother, child(ren); n = 30) that changed status, by T2, 4 families gained an adult male in the house. Two of these lost him by T3: 1 family went back to living alone and the other was joined by the mother's sister. Five additional families gained a male adult by T3: 3 of the males were husbands, 2 were friends. Of the remaining 4 families, 2 moved in with parents at T2, but 1 was back alone by T3, and in 2 cases, siblings joined the mother's household.
The second group (Category: Mother, child (ren), male partner; n = 58) was the most stable unit. Only 10 out of 58 families changed their status. Six of the 10 involved extended kin by T2: 4 moved in with relatives and 2 had siblings join their household; 1 who moved in with relatives and 1 whose relatives April 1980 FAMILY RELATIONS 223 joined them returned to their independent status by T3 and 4 stayed with their kin. Four of the original 10 lost their male partner: 2 were husbands and 2 were male friends; 1 mother was divorced at T2, but remarried the same man by T3. The reader can examine the third and fourth groups of families noting the variety of change in household members. This detailed description has one primary purpose-to indicate how variable the household composition is from one time period to another in the lives of mothers of young infants, although the percentage distribution of these families at three points in time reveals little change.
Female Headship
It has been well documented that the numbers of female-headed households are increasing in contemporary society. Accompanying this fact are two implicit assumptions-that the women live alone with dependents, and that the increasing number means that the pool is getting larger. In response to the first assumption, that most female heads live alone with their dependent children, families with female heads were classified by family type at Times 1, 2, and 3. At each time period, about one-third of the families were headed by women. Also at each time period, about 60% of the female-headed households consisted of the mother and her child or children living alone; 30% the mother and child living with extended family members; and about 10% with male partner, either with or without extended family.
This cannot be interpreted, however, as the same women remaining as heads over the 17 month period. In data not shown here, there is considerable change in headship within each family. For example, in the 30 families of mothers and child(ren) alone, 10 changed heads over the 17 month period.
How long do women remain heads of households? Of the 47 women who were female heads at Ti, 30 (64%) were still heads 17 months later. This suggests that about onethird of the women were no longer heads, although some may still have been living in female-headed households. For example, the head may be the study mother's mother, foster mother, or older sister. It is also noteworthy that these changes occurred fairly rapidly, for the period of this investigation was less than a year and a half.
Marital Status
Finally, a more traditional approach can be taken with these families. The women were asked their marital status at each interview. Only a few women actually changed their marital status over this period. However, there were 9 different patterns for the 13 women who changed status: Lived with boyfriend's family (great-grandmother, mother, 7 siblings) (Ti); moved into sister's home with baby (T2); moved into own apartment (T3) Key: T = Time. 9 = mother, child(ren), 9d = mother, child(ren), husband or male partner. 9X mother, child(ren), extended family. 9dX = mother, child(ren), husband or male partner, extended family.
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FAMILY RELATIONS 225 they would tell the public health nurse at the second or third interview that they hadn't trusted or known her well enough at the first interview to tell her the truth. Other women appeared to be completely disinterested as to whether they reported single or separated. It is likely that some who reported separated were being accurate as to their current status, but had never married the man they had been living with. Thus, at the first interview they "felt" separated; however as time passed, they no longer felt separated and so reported themselves as single. In this sample, 1 out of 10 women reported a change in marital status in the 17 month period. Of the 13 women who changed status, 10 reported changes that are consistent with the standard definitions of these statuses; that is, they changed, for example, from single to married, separated to divorced, separated to married, or married to separated. However, 3 women gave responses that were puzzling. In studies, researchers often assume that these cases are mis-reported or mis-coded, but at the least, do not represent the actual situation. Upon closer inspection, it appears that in these cases this is due to a personal interpretation of "separated."
Sociodemographic Correlates of Household Stability
In order to identify salient characteristics of the mothers who were likely to live in less stable households, each family was classified as having either a stable household composition or a changing one. If a mother changed in classification from one of the four categories to another over the three time periods, she was classified as "changing". Table 3 presents the proportion of mothers who changed categories by age, race, educational level, poverty status, rural-urban residence, and the parity of the study baby.
The association with changing household composition was found to be statistically significant for three variables: mother's age, education, and poverty status. The group with the highest proportion of change was the 20 to 24 year olds, with 45% of that group changing the composition of their households The households represented here are a relatively on-going, albeit small part of the general population, and their life style has been overshadowed by the vast number of people who live in the more traditional family units. Clearly it is imperative to investigate these dynamic familial and household relationships in a representative sample of the population. The patterns and dynamics that were uncovered in this sample of mostly poverty mothers cannot be considered "typical" of any group. Yet these fluid relationships exist, and it is essential not only to examine them in future longitudinal research, but to be cognizant of them when relating sociodemographic background characteristics to outcome measures which may depend on the passage of time.
